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Abstract: Research from social psychology in the area of intergroup 
relations has suggested that developing strong friendship is important 
in building relationship ties in multiethnic communities. This paper 
reports on a study which aims to determine the nature and quality of 
friendship among young people, in particular adolescents in Penang. The 
study administered an adapted 27-item Friendship Qualities Scale (Chua 
& Ang, 2010) to collect data from 230 Form Four students from two 
urban national schools in Penang. Although the findings indicate high 
sociability among the adolescent respondents, with a large number of 
them claiming to have out-group friends, close friendship seems to be 
patterned along ethnic lines i.e. in-group best friendship seems to be the 
norm for all ethnic groups. The number of out-group or interethnic best 
friendship is small but significant. This finding suggests a larger study 
to collect data at the national level so that interethnic friendship can be 
further examined. Overall, the students rated their friendship positively 
with the Indian students scoring the highest and the Chinese students 
scoring the lowest in their rating of friendship quality. The students of 
mixed ethnicity scored second to the Indian students, followed by Malay 
students. 
Keywords: cross-cultural adaptation, cross-cultural comparison, friendship 
qualities, adolescent friendship, intergroup relations, interethnic relations 
INTRODUCTION
Friends are people we can rely on for help and social support and share common 
interests. This personal relationship which we built voluntarily also brings enjoyment 
and rewarding feelings about ourselves. “A personal relationship is one in which 
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people disclose information to each other and work to meet each other’s interpersonal 
needs” (Verdeber & Verderber, 2004: 63). Friends become close or intimate when 
we share our deepest feelings with them. Thus, people tend to have only few truly 
intimate friends. It is also true that we are closest to our family, and so we tend to form 
intimate friendship with a family member such as a parent, a brother, or sister first, 
and eventually with people outside the family. Although family ties may provide the 
most support, friendship, which often develops from early childhood, constitutes a 
significant part of people’s social lives right through to late adulthood (Rawlins, 1992 
cited in Chen, 2006). 
One of the most important expectations in friendships is trust in each other (Guerrero & 
Anderson, 2000 cited in Verderber & Verderber, 2004). “Trust is a positive prediction 
of behavior: an evaluation that another person can be relied upon in one or several ways” 
(Hemmer, 2008: 4). Because there is trust, friends often risk putting their well-being in 
the hands of another not to intentionally harm their interests. In multicultural societies, 
making friends with members of another culture is just as important, if not more, than 
for people who have friends from their own cultures in need of friends in whom they 
can trust and get help and support. In such societies, the lack of mutual understanding 
has led to prejudice and stereotyping, thus worsening relations among cultural or 
ethnic groups. More importantly, it is argued that intercultural friendship may reduce 
prejudice, which in turn increases tolerance, leading to a trusting relationship “because 
that someone is then more likely to tolerate you, and because toleration allows contact 
and cooperation, which can dispel prejudice, fear, and suspicion over time” (Hemmer, 
2008: 5). 
Hemmer (2008: 5) argues that trust is endogenously related to but distinct from 
tolerance and prejudice; on one hand, tolerance and reduced prejudice seem likely to 
be the first steps to forging a relationship, 
“trusting is generally more difficult, more risky than tolerating. Even having 
unprejudiced attitudes does not necessarily imply trust: one might have the same low 
level of generalized trust for everyone, regardless of ethnicity or any other grouping. 
It is easier to imagine tolerating someone without trusting her than trusting someone 
without tolerating her. However a very basic level (I trust her not to kill me on sight) 
could be said to be a prerequisite to the initial contact necessary to build tolerance and 
reduce prejudice, and the relationship therefore depends on the relative strengths and 
applications of trust and tolerance or prejudice in question.”
Research from social psychology, which precipitated in the intergroup contact theory 
(Allport, 1954 cited in Hemmer, 2008), explores how contact between groups can 
improve intergroup relations and shows that intergroup contact under certain conditions 
does cause reduction of prejudice. These include stereotype disconfirmation and a 
common language (Pettigrew, 1988 cited in Hemmer, 2008), and more importantly, 
friendship (Pettigrew, 1997 cited in Hemmer, 2008). Pettigrew has shown that 
“friendship is a necessary intervening step between intergroup contact and reduction of 
prejudice (meaning likelihood of feeling sympathy and admiration for the outgroup)” 
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(Hemmer, 2008: 7). Pettigrew (1988 cited in Hemmer, 2008) further extended the 
intergroup contact theory by pointing out the mechanisms necessary in reducing 
prejudice which occur in the process of developing friendship, and thus help explain 
why friendship may be necessary in the process of reducing prejudice. As explained 
earlier, reduced prejudice increases tolerance and builds trust in intergroup relations. 
Therefore, friendship and trust is the key to improving interethnic relations and coping 
with diversity in multicultural societies. 
Friendship forms a part of individuals’ interpersonal relationships which develops as 
early as childhood when they begin interacting with peers through adolescence when 
they more easily form close relationships. During this important development context 
of peer relationships and friendships, children acquire a wide range of skills, attitudes, 
and experiences that influence their adaptation across the life span (Rubin, Bukowski 
& Parker, 1998). Moreover culture, through the socialization processes, plays an 
influential role in the development of children’s social and behavioural characteristics 
and peer relationships (e.g. Hinde, 1987 cited in Chen, French, & Schneider, 2006). 
The bulk of research on children’s peer relationships and friendships has traditionally 
focused on Western, particularly North American, cultures. There has also been 
increasing focus on children’s ethnic/racial friendship patterns in the United States and 
Britain. In the past decade, research on children’s peer relationships and friendships 
with non-Western cultures has considerably expanded, and research in different 
cultures has steadily increased. This area of research, however, has been very much 
neglected in Malaysia.  This paper reports on a part of a study on the friendships 
of Malaysian children of different ethnic groups in their adolescence years of two 
secondary schools in Penang. 
ADOLESCENT PEER RELATIONSHIP AND FRIENDSHIP
Peer relationships have been considered a central feature of adolescence. Adolescence 
is commonly viewed as a life stage when young people venture out from a secure family 
environment to enter into and build a social life around peers to whom they look for 
emotional and instrumental support (Brown & Klute, 2003). Parents and other adults 
would have provided guidance for children, and by the time they enter adolescence, 
they would have a history of relationships – with peers and others – and social skills to 
be used in pursuing peer interactions. It is from this store of experiences and skills that 
adolescents draw on as they engage in peer relationships, and which impacts on the 
relationships throughout this stage of life. In this social context of peer relationships 
and interactions, youth establish identity and are socialized into adult roles. 
The literature shows that studies on children’s peer experiences and relationships over 
different stages of childhood and adolescence have been extensively studied and that 
they have mostly been conducted in North America and Western Europe (See Rubin, 
Bukowski & Parker, 1998 for details). In comparison, less is studied about children’s 
peer and relationships in non-Western cultures. 
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Brown and Klute’s (2003) review of studies over a period of 30 years reports these 
general findings about adolescent friendship: (1) it is composed of two main elements 
of equality and reciprocity, (2) adolescents are most likely to select peers who are 
similar as friends, (3) adolescents are especially likely to select same-gender peers 
as close friends, and (4) girls are more intimate in their friendships than are boys. 
However, Brown and Klute have questioned some of these findings as studies 
of friendship with samples from a variety of cultures or in a more diverse cultural 
perspective have produced different results. For example, they have questioned the 
finding that adolescents tend to select similar peers as friends as there is evidence 
that indicates African American youths are more tolerant of differences and place 
less significance on similarity as a basis for close friendship than European American 
youths. They have also questioned the issue of the consistency of similarities across 
friends, pointing out that adolescents may possess a network of friendships which 
shows disparate similarities such as having a close friend with whom they share 
musical tastes, another who pursue similar extracurricular activities, a third who has 
the same religious beliefs, and so on. Brown and Klute (2003: 334), thus, conclude that 
“each friend is similar to the self, but in different ways.”     
Friendship in Schools
Schools are considered the most important context for adolescents because they create 
opportunities for peer interaction and making friends. Many schools also provide 
opportunities to adolescents for contact with peers who differ in ethnicity, religion, 
social class, and gender. However, Larson, Wilson, Brown, Furstenberg, and Verma 
(2002) contend that the opportunity for diverse contact varies widely depending on 
such factors as residential segregation of ethnic and SES groups, the persistence of 
same-sex schools, the current growth of elite private and religious schools, and even 
home schooling. 
In multicultural contexts, which have become increasing a social milieu in many 
parts of the world due to immigration, migration, and other movements of people, 
interracial and interethnic friendships have become an important part of adolescent 
interpersonal experience that is carried into adulthood (Joyner & Kao, 2000). A 
number of studies suggest that the racial composition of schools has an influential 
impact on students. Studies in the US that examine patterns of interracial friendships 
suggest that a substantial proportion of adolescents form interracial friendships and 
that factors at the school level (among others such as region, community, classroom, 
and individual) influence adolescents’ formation of these relationships (e.g. Hallinan 
& William, 1989 cited in Kao & Joyner, 2004). Joyner and Kao reported that students 
who attend racially integrated schools have a more positive feeling about and have more 
extensive interaction with other racial groups than do students who attend segregated 
schools.  They also found that attending a racially integrated school does not only 
influence racial attitudes and behaviour in childhood and adolescents, but it also seems 
to influence patterns of close interracial friendship in adulthood. They attributed part 
of the effect of the school racial composition on interracial friendship to the greater 
likelihood of experiencing or witnessing an interracial friendship or romance during 
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childhood or adolescence.  The development of interracial friendships among students 
in the racially integrated school may also illustrate the positive influence of intergroup 
contact on intergroup relations (Allport, 1954 cited in Hemmer, 2008).
FRIENDSHIP STUDIES IN MALAYSIA
Despite the importance of friendship in building relationship ties as a way to cope with 
diversity in multicultural societies, little is known about friendship relationships in 
Malaysia. Malaysia, which is one of the most multiethnic and multi-religious countries 
with a ‘deeply divided society’ (Yeoh, 2006: 238) afflicted with deep-rooted ethnic 
mistrust and prejudice, has yet to effectively deal with the great challenges of bridging 
its fractured society. Education, together with economic policies, has been the major 
tool of promoting national integration and unity (Malaysia 1976: 384). The Malaysian 
education system, specifically, through its citizenship (Moral Education) and history 
(Local Studies and History) curricula, has focused on promoting good interethnic 
relations among children in primary and secondary schools (Ministry of Education 
2000a, 2000b, 2001). For example, in primary schools ethnic harmony is emphasized 
and children learn various values ‘relating to peace and harmony’ and aspects of 
multiculturalism such as ‘tolerance’ and ‘moderation’ and develop awareness of 
respect for different cultures and religions in the country.  Some of the activities to 
develop these values include singing ‘unity’ themed songs and talking about friends 
from other ethnic groups (Ministry of Education 2000b, Year 1: 27). However, to 
what extent have these educational inputs contributed to national unity, in particular 
its impact on interethnic relations, especially building interethnic friendships? As 
suggested by the intergroup contact theory (described earlier), good interethnic 
relations may be developed through the process of building strong friendships among 
its multiethnic communities of people.  However, there is a paucity of recent studies 
on friendship in Malaysia; thus, our understanding of friendship and its importance 
and/or development is still wanting.
Recent studies (e.g. Ezhar Tamam, 2007; Yeoh, 2006) examining social interaction 
among undergraduates indicate that although some level of interethnic friendship 
exists, communication or interaction between ethnic groups is limited and there is 
a considerable social distance between ethnic groups. However, these studies did 
not examine the nature of the interethnic ties, which could shed some useful insights 
into the qualities of friendship in general, and specifically, interethnic friendship. 
The few extant studies on adolescents’ friendship focus on the factors that determine 
adolescents’ choice of friends and friendship patterns (e.g. Lim, 1984; Sow, 1987) but 
did not examine the prevalence and/or the quality of the friendships.   For example, 
Lim’s survey study on the factors and friendship patterns of Form Four secondary 
school students in a school in Kuala Lumpur collected data from 42 male and 53 
female students. The study reported four factors that determined adolescents’ choice of 
friends: polite personality, loyalty or trustworthiness, loving and straightforwardness. 
The study also found that both ethnicity and gender was a barrier to student friendship 
from the inclination of students to form close friendship from those of the same rather 
than different ethnic groups and gender.  Almost 60 percent of the students reported 
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difficulties in making friends, attributing this to the inability to converse with others, 
shyness, and feeling inferior. In another study, Sow used sociometric technique, a 
questionnaire survey, and interviews to explore friendship patterns among Form Four 
secondary students in a school in Perak. A total of 47 students from the three main 
ethnic groups - 21 Chinese, 14 Indian, and 12 Malay – were sampled. The study reported 
similarity of interests and especially personality characteristics to be dominant factors 
in friendship selection among the students. Some of the personality characteristics 
that were identified included polite, dependable, cooperative, considerate, and honest. 
Socio-economic status, academic interest, and proximity factor were not significant in 
the choice of friends. However, ethnicity and religion which were considered sensitive 
by the Ministry of Education was excluded in Sow’s study. 
It would be illuminating to find out more about the current generation of young people’s 
experiences of friendship relationships, especially since the country has undergone 
great social changes aimed at fostering peaceful co-existence and harmony among its 
multiethnic peoples.  
This paper reports part of Chua’s and Ang’s (2010) study aimed to determine the 
nature and prevalence of friendships among young people, in particular adolescents 
in Malaysia and explore their perceptions of the quality of their friendships.  Over 
the past 30 years, there has been an increased interest in exploring children’s peer 
relationships especially friendship in North America. A number of studies conducted 
in the West, especially the US, have delineated the underlying dimensions of friendship 
among children (e.g. Berndt & Perry, 1983), but Bukowski, Hoza, and Boivin (1994), 
relying on a number of conceptual and empirical literatures, further developed Berndt 
and Perry’s ideas to produce the Friendship Qualities Scale, which has become an 
increasingly useful measure of friendship and friendship quality. 
However, although friendship is essentially the same relationship in all cultures, culture, 
through the socialization process, has been shown to influence individuals, and this is 
reflected in different socially and culturally constructed ideas and expectations about 
friendship (Argyle, Henderson, Bond, Iizuka, & Contarello, 1986 cited in Verkuyten & 
Masson, 1996; Chen, French, & Schneider, 2006; 2008; Collier, 1996). Since studies 
conducted in the West are culturally biased to its culture (e.g. van de Vijer & Leung, 
1997), Chua and Ang (2010) piloted and assessed Bukowski et al.’s (1994) Friendship 
Qualities Scale for its suitability for use in the Malaysian context. The resulting 27-item 
Friendship Qualities Scale was used to collect data in the local context to determine 
the nature, and subsequently, the prevalence of friendships among young people, in 
particular adolescents and explore their perceptions of the quality of their friendships. 
Specifically, this paper reports on the findings of the small scale study of Form Four 
students in two urban national secondary schools in Penang, which include: 
1.  the features of adolescent friendship,
2.  adolescents’ perceptions of the quality of their friendships, and
3.  whether there are differences between adolescents’ perceptions of the quality of 
their   intraethnic and interethnic friendships.
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METHOD
The study used a 27-item adapted Friendship Qualities Scale (Chua & Ang, 2010), 
which factor analysis confirmed as consisting of a five-factor structure: companionship, 
conflict, help, security and closeness. All sub-scales indicate Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficients between 0.57 and 0.81  Appendix 1 shows the sub-scales and items of 
the Scale while Appendix 2 shows the original research framework of Bukowski, 
Hoza and Boivin (1994) who identified the concepts from theoretical literature about 
development psychology about children’s and early adolescents’ friendship relations. 
To generate the questionnaire items appropriate for the local cultural context, written 
responses to three open-ended questions about friendship (See Appendix 3) were 
obtained from 41 male students and 27 female students (one class from each school). 
Instrument
The questionnaire in Bahasa Malaysia contains two parts i.e. Friendship and Friendship 
Qualities. The Friendship Questionnaire has three sections. The first section asks for 
demographic information, followed by a section that asks for details about friends and 
another section that asks for details about best friends. 
The Friendship Qualities Questionnaire consists of 27 statements about the qualities 
of friendship with a specific friend set measured using a five-point scale, in which 
‘1’ means the statement is not true about the friendship and ‘5’ means it is really true 
about the friendship.   
Research Framework
Following Bukowski, Hoza, and Boivin (1994), the conceptual model of the adapted 
Friendship Qualities Scale (Chua & Ang, 2010) is composed of five dimensions: 
companionship, conflict, help, security, and closeness. They are described below. 
Companionship
The ‘companionship’ dimension is composed of one factor with four items which 
focuses on the amount of voluntary time spent together. Respondents’ written feedback 
on their expectations of friendship included descriptions such as “prevents loneliness 
or boredom, spends time with me, life-time or forever” also indicated features of 
companionship (See Appendix 4 - Item No. 14). 
Conflict
The ‘conflict’ dimension is also composed of one factor with four items which 
focuses on the fights, arguments, annoyance, and disagreements that the child can get 
into in the friendship relation. Respondents described conflict in terms of “conflict, 
misunderstanding, hurt” in the friendship relation (See Appendix 4 – Item No. 13).  
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Help
The ‘help’ dimension is composed of two factors: (a) aid, which is made up of four 
items and indicate that mutual help and assistance to be features of the friendship 
relation; and (b) protection, which is made up of two items and indicate the willingness 
to help the child out if he or she were faced with a problem. Respondents used 
expressions such as “help me when I am in trouble, help me with my studies, protect 
me” (See Appendix 4 – Item No. 8). Aid includes one new item “I look to my friend 
for guidance when I do not know what to do” (Appendix 1).    
Security
The ‘security’ dimension is composed of one factor with six items which focuses on 
the belief that the friend can be trusted and that the strength of the friendship relation 
to withstand any negative event such as a quarrel or a fight. Respondents’ provided 
descriptions such as “give me support, not leave me, always there for me, dependable, 
reliable” (See Appendix 4 – Item No. 10). Two new items were included: “Sometimes 
when I have done something wrong, my friend can tell me off” and “My friend sets 
a good example for me” (Appendix 1). One item from Bukowski and colleagues’ 
Friendship Qualities Scale “If I said I was sorry after I had a fight with my friend, he 
would still stay mad at me” was deleted.
Closeness
The ‘closeness’ dimension is composed of one factor with seven items which focus 
on the affective bond and feelings derived from the friendship relation. They include 
two new items: “My friend would not do anything that would embarrass me in front of 
others” and “When my friend and I do a good job of something together, my friend will 
praise me for the accomplishment” (Appendix 1). Descriptions that reflect closeness 
from the respondents include “caring, treats me well, love me, considerate, selfless” 
(See Appendix 4 – Item No. 3).
Profile of Respondents 
The respondents consist of a total of 230 secondary school students from two urban 
national schools in Penang. The schools are single gender schools – an all-male school 
and an all-female school with multicultural populations. From each of the schools, 
only Form Four students aged about 16 years old were sampled. The sample consists 
of 37.0 % (85) Malays, 36.1 % (83) Chinese, 23.9 % (55) Indians, and 3.0% (7) mixed 
ethnicity. Of the total respondents, 57.0 % (131) were male students and 43.0 % (99) 
were female students. 
FINDINGS
This section reports on the characteristics of adolescent friendship and best friendship 
and adolescents’ perceptions of friendship qualities.
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Characteristics of Friendship 
The largest proportion of the respondents indicated they had friends from other ethnic 
groups i.e. out-group friends. In-group friends are those from the same ethnic group 
as the respondents whereas out-group friends are those from a different ethnic group. 
Table 1 shows that the majority of the respondents (93.7 %) reported they that they 
had friends from a different ethnic group. The figures for Malay, Chinese, and Indian 
respondents were 94.1 %, 91.6 %, and 96.4%, respectively. However, the chi-square 
test shows that the distributions were not significantly different. 
Table 1





Malay 80 94.1 5 85
Chinese 76 91.6 7 83






The respondents also reported to have a large average number of friends in class, 
indicating a high sociability among secondary school students. Table 2 shows that 
only 12.6 % of the respondents reported that they had less than ten friends while 87.4 
% of them reported that they had more than 10 friends in the class. Table 2 also shows 
the ethnic breakdown of the respondents and the number of friends reported by them.
Table 2 
The Number of Friends in Class
Ethnicity
Number of Friends in Class Total













Total 28 (12.6 %) 194 (87.4 %) 222
Characteristics of Best Friendship
Although a large proportion of the respondents indicated that they had out-group 
friends, the majority of them reported their best friends to be in-group friends. Table 3 
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shows the ethnic origins of the respondents’ best friends. It shows that 90.6 % of the 
Malay respondents reported that their best friends to be from their own ethnic group, 
1.2 % of them reported their best friends to be Chinese, and 4.7 % of them reported 
that their best friends to be Indians. For the Chinese respondents, 92.7 % of them 
reported their best friends to be from their own ethnic group, 1.2 % reported their 
best friends to be Malays, and 1.2 % of them reported their best friends to be Indians. 
For the Indians respondents, 72.2 % of them reported their best friends to be from 
their own ethnic group, 20.4 % reported that their best friends to be Malays, and 7.4 
% of them reported their best friends to be Chinese. The chi-square test shows that 
the differences were significant (chi-square = 321.563, df = 12, p< 0.05). Notably 
Indian respondents indicated that they had the most number of out-group best friends, 
especially from among Malays and to a lesser extend from among Chinese, while the 
Malay respondents indicated that they had more out-group friends than the Chinese 
respondents.
Table 3
Ethnicity of Best Friends
Ethnicity 
Malay Chinese Indian Mixed
Total









































Total 90 83 45 9 228
A possible influence on the development of out-group friends is the exposure to out-
group members. The intergroup contact theory suggests the positive effect of intergroup 
contact on attitudes and behaviour towards out-group member (Allport, 1954 cited 
in Hemmer, 2008), and thus promotes positive group relations. One important place 
where intergroup contact occurs is the neighbourhood in which the respondents lived. 
Table 4 shows the neighbourhood distribution of respondents. The chi-square test 
shows that the distributions were significantly different (chi-square = 169.202, df = 
9, p < 0.05). 
The largest proportion of the Chinese respondents lived in a mostly Chinese 
neighbourhood. Unlike the majority of Malay and Chinese respondents who lived 
in a neighbourhood of mostly Malays (65.9%) and Chinese (89.2 %) respectively, 
the largest proportion of the Indian respondents indicated that they lived in a 
neighbourhood that is not mostly Indian but rather mostly Chinese. In fact only 21.8% 
of the Indian respondents lived in a mostly Indian neighbourhood. The finding also 
indicated that the largest number of Indian respondents reported that they lived in a 
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mixed neighbourhood, followed by the Malay and Chinese respondents. Therefore, 
it may be that Indian respondents who lived with out-group members might tend to 
have a more positive attitude towards out-group members, and might be more open to 
making friends with out-group members. This may account for the earlier finding that 
demonstrates that the Indian respondents reported that they had the most number of 




TotalMostly Malay Mostly Chinese Mostly Indian Mixed









































Total 65 105 16 44 230
The respondents were also asked to indicate the point of contact with friends in order 
to determine the influence of availability of friends. More respondents indicated 
that their best friends to be from the class than from outside the class. Nearly sixty 
percent (58.5 %) of the respondents reported their best friends to be from the class as 
compared to 41.5 % of them who reported their best friends to be from outside the class 
(Table 5). 
Table 5
Is Your Best Friend From The Class?









Of the number of respondents who reported their best friends to be from outside the 
class, the largest proportion of the respondents indicated their best friends to be from 
other schools, followed by those who indicated their best friends to be from other 
classes (i.e. same school), their neighbourhood, and other places in that order. Table 6 
shows that 30.1 % of them reported their best friends to be from other classes, and 49.1 
% reported their best friends to be from other schools. 
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Table 6















Of the respondents who reported their best friends to be from outside class, the largest 
proportion was Malays (46.0 %), followed by Chinese (31.5 %) and Indians (22.5 
%) as shown in Table 7. Table 7 also shows that the largest proportion of the Malay 
respondents reported their best friends to be from other classes, other schools, and 
their neighbhourhood, followed by the Chinese and Indian respondents (except for the 
report of the number of best friends from other classes where the same number was 
reported by both the Chinese and Indian respondents).  The Indian respondents were 
the only ones who reported their best friends to be from other places (e.g. other states).
Table 7
Ethnicity & Best Friend from Outside Class
Ethnicity








n % n % n % n % n %
Malay
































Total 28 100.0 43 100.0 16 100.0 2 100.0 89 100.0
The majority of the respondents reported their best friends to be from the same gender. 
Nearly ninety-two percent (91.5 %) of the male respondents had male best friends 
while 96.9 % of the female respondents had female best friends (Table 8). The chi-
square test shows that these findings were significantly different (chi-square = 174.892, 
df = 1, p < 0.05).
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Table 8
Gender of Best Friends
Gender
Gender of Best Friends
TotalMale Female









  8.5 
96.9
129
  98 
Total 121 106 227
Adolescents’ Perceptions of Friendship Qualities
Although friendship quality has been operationalized as five dimensions, it is not the 
objective of the study to examine friendship quality in terms of each dimension of 
friendship. Furthermore, due to the very small number of out-group or interethnic 
friendship obtained, only in-group or intra-ethnic friendship quality could be 
computed, and thus a comparison of intra-ethnic and interethnic friendship qualities 
was not possible.
Therefore, as is indicated in Table 9, the respondents rated their friendship positively 
with an overall mean score of 3.62.  
Table 9
Friendship Quality






Overall Friendship Quality 3.62 0.51
*Measured on a 5-point scale
A comparison of the friendship quality mean scores among the different ethnic groups 
shows that the Indian respondents’ ratings of the quality of friendship to be the 
highest with a mean score of 3.86, followed by the ratings of the mixed ethnic group 
(3.81), Malay respondents (3.65) and Chinese respondents (3.42) (Table 10).  These 
differences in friendship quality ratings among the ethnic groups were significant (F 
= 10.05, p < 0.05).
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Table 10










Friendship Quality 3.65 3.42 3.86 3.81 10.05*
 
Corroborating Smith and Schneider’s (2000) finding, the quality of female students’ 
friendship was found to be higher than the quality of male students’ friendship. Table 
11 shows that the female respondents’ ratings of friendship quality with a mean score 
of 3.78 to be higher than the male respondents’ ratings of 3.50. This difference was 
significant (F = 3.77, p <0.05).
Table 11
Friendship Qualities Mean Difference between Genders
Mean
t-Test
Male (n=131) Female (n=99)
Friendship Quality 3.50 3.78 - 4.34*
CONCLUSION
The aim of this paper is to report on the findings of part of a small scale study to 
determine the nature and prevalence of friendships among adolescents in two secondary 
schools in Penang and explore their perceptions of the quality of their friendships. 
Components or Dimensions of Adolescent Friendship
The respondents’ construal or expectation of friendship can be subsumed under the 
five dimensions identified by Bukowski, Hoza and Boivin (1994), companionship, 
conflict, help, security, and closeness, which was confirmed using factor analysis. 
The ‘companionship’ dimension is composed of one factor with four items which 
focuses on the amount of voluntary time spent together. The ‘conflict’ dimension is 
also composed of one factor with four items which focuses on the fights, arguments, 
annoyance, and disagreements that the child can get into in the friendship relation. The 
‘help’ dimension is composed of two factors: (a) aid, which is made up of four items 
and indicate that mutual help and assistance to be features of the friendship relation; 
and (b) protection, which is made up of two items and indicate the willingness to 
help the child out if he or she were faced with a problem. The ‘security’ dimension is 
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composed of one factor with six items which focuses on the belief that the friend can 
be trusted and that the strength of the friendship relation to withstand any negative 
event such as a quarrel or a fight. The ‘closeness’ dimension is composed of one factor 
with seven items which focus on the affective bond and feelings derived from the 
friendship relation. 
Patterns of Adolescent Friendship
Although the findings indicate a high sociability among secondary school students 
and that there is some level of interethnic friendship, they do not seem to have the 
ability to develop close associations with students from other ethnic groups. They 
may be attending the same schools, but they are still ‘separated’ from one another in 
the classroom. This is demonstrated by the pattern of best friendship that seems to be 
cleaved along ethnic lines. In-group best friendship seems to be the norm for all ethnic 
groups. This finding corroborates earlier research such as Lim’s (1987) that ethnicity 
poses a barrier to students’ close friendship. In contrast, Smith and Schneider (2000) 
found a relative lack of ethnocentrism in students’ friendship in Toronto despite its 
culturally diverse population. Furthermore, research findings in the U.S. not only show 
that racially integrated schools seem to have a positive influence on close friendship in 
childhood and adolescents (See Schofield & Sagar, 1983 cited in Kao & Joyner, 2004) 
but they also seem to influence patterns of close interracial friendship in adulthood 
(e.g. Emerson, Kimbro, & Yancy, 2002 cited in Kao & Joyner). The patterns of 
adolescent friendship revealed in the study may not only reflect the patterns of the 
general population, it may also suggest social distance between groups in the future 
to the extent that the current adolescent relationships may well predict trends in the 
general population. 
Of the small number of out-group best friendship, the findings demonstrate that 
the Indian students had the most number of out-group best friends while the Malay 
students had more out-group friends than the Chinese students. In addition, the Indian 
students’ out-group best friends consisted mainly of Malays, and this was confirmed 
by the Malay students’ main out-group best friends to be Indians. The findings also 
demonstrate that the Chinese students did not seem to differentiate between Malay and 
Indian out-group best friends. 
Best friendships were made mainly with the same gender. Similar findings have been 
obtained in earlier studies (e.g. Smith and Schneider, 2000); however, in this case, it 
may be partly because best friendships were selected mainly from a pool of friends 
from a single sex (class or) school. 
Influence of Neighbourhood on Adolescent Friendship
The neighbourhood may have an influence on the patterns of friendship among 
secondary students. The findings indicate that the majority of both the Malay and 
Chinese respondents tend to live in a mostly Malay neighbourhood and mostly 
Chinese neighbourhood, respectively. In addition, the largest proportion of Chinese 
54                             Proceedings of the Second on National Resilience (SNAR II)
respondents tend to live in a mostly Chinese neighbourhood while the largest 
proportion of Indian respondents tend to lived in both mostly Chinese and mostly 
mixed ethnicity neighbourhoods. This might partly account for the patterns of out-
group best friendship among the three ethnic groups.  For instance, because the Indian 
respondents lived in neighbourhoods with mainly out-group members they would 
probably have more interactions with, and therefore, would have experienced less 
distance with out-group members and would be more likely to have friendship or 
even best friendship with out-group members. On the other hand, the Chinese lived 
mainly in in-group neighbourhoods, which would limit their interaction with out-
group members, and would therefore be less likely to have, especially, out-group best 
friendship. 
Adolescent Friendship Network
The findings seem to indicate that the majority of the respondents had best friends from 
schools, and for the largest proportion of them, their best friends were from their own 
schools, and especially from their own classes. The findings also seem to indicate that 
the Malay respondents had the most expansive network of best friendship exceeding 
the Chinese and Indian respondents with the largest proportion of best friends from 
other schools and from the neighbourhood, followed by the Chinese respondents. 
However, the Indian respondents (albeit a very small number) were the only ones who 
reported their best friends to be from other places (e.g. other states). 
Adolescents’ Perceptions of Friendships Qualities
Overall, the students rated their friendship positively with the Indian students scoring 
the highest and the Chinese students scoring the lowest in their ratings of friendship 
quality. The students of mixed ethnicity scored second to the Indian students, followed 
by the Malay students. In addition, female students rated their friendship quality higher 
than did male students. 
LIMITATION
The sample, which was obtained through convenience sampling, although was 
adequate, was not sufficient to reveal more significant findings about out-group or 
interethnic friendship. For this reason, future research should aim to collect a larger 
sample. 
IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE AND RESEARCH
This study has revealed several important findings. Firstly, it has revealed that the 
secondary school students are socially well-balanced as is indicated by the high 
sociability among them. Another significant finding is that the students’ close 
friendship is cleaved along ethnic lines, which does not augur well for a multiethnic 
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society. This finding is a clear indication that the government policies, especially its 
education policy in schools that is aimed to instill unity and the spirit of friendship, do 
not seem to have bore much fruit.    
However, these findings are based on a sample of Form Four students from only two 
urban national schools in Malaysia. A larger study to collect data at the national level 
is necessary to substantiate the findings of this exploratory study. A large sample will 
also allow out-group or interethnic friendship to be studied more thoroughly. It may 
also be necessary to examine this friendship relationship in-depth, which qualitative 
research approaches such as interviews and focus groups may be more suitable.
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Appendix 1












My friend and I spend all our free time together.
My friend thinks of fun things for us to do together.
My friend and I go to each other’s house after school and on 
weekends.
Sometimes my friend and I just sit around and talk about 
things like school, sports, and things we like
I can get into fights with my friend.
My friend can bug me or annoy me even though I ask him 
not to.
My friend and I can argue a lot.
My friend and I disagree about many things.
If I forgot my lunch or needed a little money, my friend would 
loan it to me.
My friend helps me when I am having trouble with something.
I look to my friend for guidance when I do not know what to 
do.#
My friend would help me if I needed it.
If other kids were bothering me, my friend would help me.
My friend would stick up for me if another kid was causing 
me trouble.
If I have a problem at school or at home, I can talk to my 
friend about it.
If there is something bothering me, I can tell my friend about 
it even if it is something I cannot tell to other people.
If my friend or I do something that bothers the other one of us, 
we can make up easily.
If my friend and I have a fight or argument, we can say ‘I’m 
sorry’ and everything will be alright.
Sometimes when I have done something wrong, my friend 
can tell me off. #
My friend sets an example for me. #
(continued)




If my friend had to move away, I would miss him.
I feel happy when I am with my friend.
I think about my friend even when my friend is not around.
When I do a good job at something, my friend is happy for 
me.
Sometimes my friend does things for me, or makes me feel 
special.
When my friend and I do a good job of something together, 
my friend will praise me for the accomplishment. #
My friend would not do anything that would embarrass me 
in front of others. #
*Reliability: Cronbach’s alpha of each sub-scale; # new items.
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Appendix 3
Preliminary Study-Open-ended Questionnaire (BM & English Versions)
Apakah pendapat anda mengenai persahabatan?
1 Apakah anda mementingkan dalam seorang rakan?/ Apakah yang dipentingkan 
dalam persahabatan?/ Apakah anda harapkan daripada seorang rakan?
2 Adakah anda seorang rakan yang baik? Kenapa?
3 Apakah anda buat dengan rakan-rakan anda?
What you think about friendships?
1 What do you value in a friend?/ What is important in friendships?
 What do you look for in a friend?/ What expectations do you have of a friend?
2 Do you consider yourself a good friend? Why?
3 What do you do together with your friends?
           
Appendix 4
Students’ Expectations of Friendship
No Attributes
Frequency
MBS Seri Mutiara 
Girl’s School
1 Good/decent/know what’s good or bad/humble 8 8
2 Kind 10 1
3 Caring/treat me well/love me/considerate/selfless 37 13
4 Understanding/broad or open-minded 6 15
5 Honest 19 13
6 Respect/honour 11 3
7 Sincere/tell the truth 7 10
8 Helps me (e.g. when I’m in trouble, in my studies)/protect me 32 17
9 Trust/trustworthy/not back stab or betray or hurt me 28 18
10 Gives support (/not leave me/always there for me/dependable/
reliable/gives me confidence/committed 
16 11
11 Loyal 5 8
12 Polite/well-mannered 2 1
13 Conflict/misunderstanding/hurt 2 2
14 Prevents loneliness/boredom/spends time with me/life-time/
forever 
28 7
15 Shares secrets, feelings (e.g. happiness, sadness), problems/
listens 
33 33
